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Executive Summary  
The open innovation approach has been widely adopted by firms as it recognises the importance of 
knowledge inflows and outflows in the innovation process. Central to the open innovation approach 
is user involvement, where user feedback reduces the market uncertainties of innovation.  The study 
focuses on user involvement in the commercialisation stage of the product innovation process as 
commercialisation is acknowledged to be the least well-managed and most problematic stage in the 
innovation process. Research on early adopter users of innovation has primarily focused on their 
characteristics and influence on market adoption rates but few studies have examined how firms can 
utilise early adopter feedback for the firm’s advantage.  
We investigated how successful innovative firms select early adopter users, collect feedback from 
them and create benefits. Adopting the multiple case study method, we investigated 14 successful 
innovative firms operating in Australia, conducted in-depth interviews with managers holding high-
level responsibilities in the case firms and analysed the data using a thematic analysis approach. A 










 ▪ The options for and selection of feedback channels differ for the two type of users 
(corporate users and individual consumer users). 
▪ Not all product innovations require the same level of user feedback; radical and 
complex product innovations require more user feedback. 
▪ How product ownership varies in the innovation commercialisation phase affects 






▪ Firms generate product innovation-specific benefits from user feedback principally 
through refining the innovation itself to meet user requirements.  
▪ User-feedback leads to sustained benefits when firms institutionalise the changes 
and improve organisational processes leading to process and business model 
innovations. 
▪ Organisational learning capability is the key to creating such sustained benefits of 







▪ Case firms use an array of strategies to select early adopters. Selecting powerful 
actors in the industry such as large, loyal customers, and utilising user networks, 
personal connections and surrogate users are common. 
▪ Firms use a mix of marketing and non-marketing employees to collect feedback. 
▪ Trust between early adopters and firm representatives is essential for high quality 
user feedback.  
▪ When there is a lack of congruence between the firm’s core products and the new 
product innovation, a proxy firm is chosen to reach out to early adopter users. 
The findings noted above inform firms about the importance of user feedback and how firms use 
feedback at the commercialisation stage. Successful case firms institutionalise the learning from user 
feedback to create sustained benefits. To institutionalise learning, firms need to interact with users 
across the innovation process and learn efficiently. Subsequently, governments can promote 
interactive learning relationships among actors in the national innovation system by diffusing the 
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1. Background to the Research and Aims 
Effective innovation is imperative for the success of firms. Innovation determines a firm’s 
competitive advantage and its very survival in uncertain, competitive markets.  The demise of some 
well-known, once-successful brands such as Kodak, Blockbuster Entertainment Inc., Polaroid, Toys R 
Us, and Borders confirms the need to be innovative and adapt to change resulting from market 
dynamics and the changing technology environment. Innovative firms are able to adjust to quickly 
changing circumstances by incorporating external capabilities and reconfiguring internal capabilities. 
During periods of uncertainty (like the current COVID-19 pandemic), it might be expected that firms 
will reduce their investment in innovation. However, history demonstrates that a substantial number 
of firms manage to maintain their innovation investments during economic recessions. This is 
especially the case and especially possible in countries with strong national innovations systems 
(Filippetti & Archibugi 2011). 
While most firms today understand the importance of innovation, many struggle to capture the long-
run benefits of innovation. Whether innovation strategies and processes are successful depends 
upon a complex set of factors and the uncertainties inherent in the innovation process require 
innovator firms to manage all phases of the innovation process effectively. Critically, when firms do 
not manage the commercialisation process, they lose the benefit of the innovation capabilities and 
knowledge invested early in their innovation process. 
The commercialisation phase of innovation is less well-managed than the development phase 
(Chiesa and Frattini 2011) and the commercialisation phase attracts relatively low levels of 
resource. When a firm does not effectively manage its commercialisation process, it is unable to 
capture the full value of the innovation in the form of commercial benefits and users suffer from low 
adoption rates. Because the benefits to firms increase when the mainstream market adopts their 
product innovations, a firm’s awareness of effective commercialisation strategies, and the 
consequences of managerial decisions, become critical for success. 
As the concept of open innovation has increasingly been accepted and adopted, it has attracted 
attention from both academic researchers and practitioners. Central to the open innovation 
approach is flows of knowledge across a firm’s boundaries for both internal innovation and the 
external use of innovation (Chesbrough et al. 2006). From the open innovation perspective, users are 
identified not only as recipients of innovations, where addressing their needs is a must for higher 
acceptance rates at the commercialisation stage, but also as active knowledge partners in the 
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innovation process. The role of users in the innovation process is vital because user knowledge 
attributes can be combined with a firms’ attributes to create new knowledge through interactions. 
Previous research identifies users as possessing needs, values, problems, ideas, assessments, know-
how and experience and recognises that differential knowledge types reside with the two different 
users; corporate users and consumer end users (Hoffman 2017). 
Early Adopter users’ post-purchase attitudes toward product innovation influences the message 
disseminated to others in the market. Firms use the information gathered from the early adopters to 
modify their innovations and target the mainstream market (Rogers 1995; Chiesa and Frattini 2011; 
Slater and Mohr 2006). In particular, having access to more information from users through 
extensive user interactions, reduces market uncertainty for innovations. However, extensive user 
involvement can be costly and time-intensive for firms. Thus, the degree of user interactions can 
vary based on firm type and innovation-level factors.  Innovations that are radical or subject to high 
uncertainty for other reasons, need more intensive user interactions compared to incremental 
innovation.  
Research recognises, and firms understand, the role and benefits of user involvement primarily in 
the new product development stage. However, aside from gathering information on user purchase 
decisions, the knowledge of how firms successfully integrate early adopters as active users in the 
innovation process during the commercialisation stage is limited both in the scholarly literature and 
in practice (Kang and Lee 2018; Noh and Lee 2019).  This study focuses on user interactions with 
innovator firms during the commercialisation of product innovations with a focus on early adopters. 
It studies on innovative firms who develop product innovations that address user needs. Such 
innovations can take the form of tangible products, or technologies that are embedded in products 
they sell.  The specific objectives of this research are to investigate the benefits of user feedback in 




2. Theoretical Orientation 
Innovation is a broad concept that refers to “the implementation of a new or significantly improved 
product (good or service), or process, a new marketing method, or a new organisational method in 
business practices, workplace organisation or external relations” (OCED 2005 p. 33). Depending on 
the degree of novelty, innovations can vary from the incremental improvements in existing products, 
services and processes to radical changes in the form of entirely new products, services and 
processes.   
‘Contingency models to innovation’ identify that both firm-level and market-level factors play 
significant roles in shaping innovation practices in firms as well as in determining the success of 
innovation. Studies have investigated to the degree to which innovation is contingent on structural 
complexity – including spatial, occupational, hierarchical, and functional forms – the organisation’s 
size, ownership structure, knowledge assets, collaborative networks and relationships, organisational 
culture, strategy, leader characteristics, industry competition, and financial accessibility (Souitaris 
1999; Chen et al. 2016). From a process perspective, these factors have varying effects on the 
different stages of the innovation process that consists of messy, iterative phases of ideation, 
research and development, and commercialisation.  
The ‘resource-based view’ (RBV) takes an introspective approach to innovation and defines firms as 
bundles of resources that enable competitive advantage. These firm-level resources can be in the 
form of tangible physical, monetary, and human resources, and intangible knowledge, skills and 
technical know-how. The variance in innovation performance amongst firms is attributed to 
valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable VRIN resources (Barney 1991). However, the 
possession of resources and operational capabilities is not sufficient for firms to survive when the 
environment is dynamic. Teece et al. (1997) identify the importance of developing capabilities that 
enable firms to respond to changing environments dynamically. The development of dynamic 
capabilities requires firms to integrate, build, and reconfigure both internal and external resources to 
be successful in turbulent environments.  
The external-oriented view to resources recognises the resource constraints in firms and the benefits 
of external interactions with other firms in the innovation process. It identifies the possibility of 
accessing resources possessed by different actors in a network to complement the internal resources 
of firms.  Bessant and Tidd (2013 p. 204 emphasis in original) describe innovation as “a process of 
taking ideas forward, revising and refining them, weaving the different strands of 
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‘knowledge spaghetti’ together towards a useful product, process or service”. Diverse knowledge 
actors, including users, suppliers, universities, and the like, interact in this ‘knowledge spaghetti’ in a 
messy manner. To benefit from complementary external resources, successful firms take an open 
approach to innovation to strategically connect with these external knowledge actors to supplement 
their constrained internal resources. 
The ‘open innovation’ concept has become one of the hottest topics in innovation management in 
recent times as it speaks to the resource-constrained nature in firms. It extends the RBV with the use 
of external resources in the innovation process a core principle. When firms follow the open 
innovation approach, they expand their innovation efforts beyond their own boundaries by accessing 
both inbound and outbound knowledge flows to enhance their efforts (Chesbrough et al. 2006). 
Although it is true that firms have always worked with external partners to create and develop new 
products, commonly in the form of vertical integration with suppliers and customers or strategic 
alliances with competitive firms, the open innovation approach emphasises the need for a more 
strategic approach that covers the complete innovation process.  
2.1. User involvement in innovation 
Users are recognised as important actors in the innovation process; the rationale for user 
involvement is primarily for improved innovation performance (Kanter 1988; von Hippel 1988). 
Gathering and processing information from user interactions reduces the uncertainty inherent in 
innovation and increases the likelihood of expected innovation-related financial returns. 
Conventionally, the focus has primarily been on the involvement of users during the early search for 
innovation ideas and later in the prototyping and testing phases of the innovation process. However, 
for new technology commercialisations, users are highly influential in the diffusion process. In 
particular, user interactions during commercialisation enables firms to identify market responses 
(Lynn et al. 1996).  
Successful firms involve users in the innovation process because when users develop innovations to 
meet their own needs, it is likely their innovations address future problems of a broad market. A 
good example is the new disc brake design for mountain bikes, developed by mountain bike 
enthusiasts, that is now commercialised and in use in the ‘regular bike’ market (Lüthje 2004). The 
‘lead user theory’ argues that the impact of user involvement depends on the type of user and 
identifies the importance of involving users who are innovation savvy and ahead of market trends; 
that is, those who can provide accurate information about their problems and future needs (von 
Hippel, 2005). Lead users can sense opportunities for improvement ahead of other users and possess 
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product-related knowledge and expertise that will reduce product development costs and increase 
innovation performance. Mountain bike enthusiasts who developed the new disc brake design show 
how lead users with the right traits and knowledge can anticipate product needs earlier than many 
other users and develop or identify solutions to address those needs.  
In the commercialisation phase, knowledge of individual user’s uptake of innovation is important for 
firms optimising the diffusion of their innovation in the consumer market. Roger’s Diffusion of 
Innovation theory focuses on 100% market penetration, with five categories of users, including 
Innovators (2.5%), Early Adopters (13.5%), Early Majority (34%), Late Majority (34%) and Laggards 
(16%) (Rogers 1995).  Innovators (visionaries, early adopters and the early majority) and pragmatists 
(late majority and laggards) have different characteristics and behaviours. Firms need to strategically 
manage the challenges caused by these characteristic and behavioural differences for a smooth 
transfer from one user category to the next in order to capture market share (Rogers 1995; Slater 
and Mohr 2006; Chiesa and Frattini 2011).  
Early adopters have received particular attention in the innovation literature because of their ability 
to disseminate innovations to laggard users in the market. Broadly, the literature confirms that firms 
should dynamically respond to the needs of early adopters not only because their post-purchase 
attitude toward the innovation influences the messages they disseminate through word of mouth, 
but firms have the opportunity to use the information from Early Adopters to modify their 
innovations and gain mainstream market share (Slater and Mohr 2006). From the organisational 
learning perspective, firms can improve their innovation organisational processes by integrating the 
information and knowledge acquired from users. To do so, firms need to embrace user interactions 
at the innovation commercialisation stage as a legitimate and important business strategy and create 
more interactive approaches involving early adopter users (Chiesa and Frattini 2011).   
Having access to more information from users through extensive user interactions reduces market 
uncertainty for innovations. Extensive user involvement, however, is costly and time-intensive for 
firms and the same amount of user interactions is not required for all innovations.  Innovations that 
are radical or fraught with high uncertainty need more intensive user interactions compared to 
incremental innovations (Hoffman 2017). Benefits of user-interactions range from fine-tuning the 
new products or service to improved ways of managing the innovation process; the latter becomes 
possible when information from users is embedded into the innovation process. Firms undergo 
organisational learning due to innovation commercialisation experiences and particularly by 
integrating user information into process and innovation development.  
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2.2. Organisational learning and capability development through user interactions 
The user-interaction perspective for innovation studies centres on the conditional, information-
sharing relationship between users of innovation and innovator firms and how such shared 
information leads to improved innovation performance (Slater and Mohr 2006).  At a specific 
innovation level, developer-user interactions during the commercialisation stage enable developers 
to understand the technological improvements needed to meet the requirements of users. The 
challenge for firms is to institutionalise external knowledge for sustained benefit to the firm, and 
that becomes possible only when firms learn from their experience to improve the innovation 
process (Hoffman 2017). 
Organisational learning is defined as the detection and correction of errors with the aim of improving 
processes and developing capabilities.  From a dynamic process perspective, firms learn by Doing, 
Using and Interactions (DUI) (Vickers & Cordey-Hayes 1999). The DUI model is recognised as 
meaningful for process innovations in organisations (Gonzalez-Pernia et al. 2015; Lundvall 2016). 
External collaborations with suppliers, customers and competitors enable firms’ informal access to 
knowledge through problem-solving and learning processes in the DUI-model of learning. Such 
collaborations with the users of innovation, as informal external partners, facilitates access to tacit 
knowledge – knowledge that cannot be written or codified –  related to the use of innovation 
(Lundvall 1992).  
Process innovations occur through organisational learning. Organisational learning is considered a 
composite of four processes: information acquisition, distribution, interpretations and organisational 
memory (Huber 1991). Organisational learning is primarily considered as a prerequisite for 
innovation; however, it also drives improvements in the innovation process. Hence, through learning 
processes, firms will be able to institutionalise the external knowledge coming from innovation users 
and improve the way innovations are generated (Martínez-Costa et al. 2019). It is known that 
organisational learnings through the DUI model can strengthen firm-level innovation capabilities 
over time (Lichtenthaler and Lichtenthaler 2010).  However, a firm’s capability to learn from external 
knowledge is not given. It is influenced by multiple factors such as the innovation culture, a flat 
organisational structure allowing horizontal information flow, and job rotations enabling wider 
employee knowledge (Lundvall and Dosi 1988; Martínez-Costa et al. 2019). 
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3. Research Method 
We adopted a qualitative approach to the study due to the limited research on user involvement in 
the innovation commercialisation stage. A qualitative approach is suited for explorative research that 
investigates how firms manage user interactions and create benefits in the commercialisation stage 
of innovation.  The multiple case study method provides a systematic method of firm level 
qualitative analysis for multiple innovative firms, selected for their demonstrated innovation 
performance as case firms. In alignment with the objective of investigating firm experience in 
innovation commercialisation, we identified firms that have received recognition for their innovation 
performance via a Web search and through personal networks of researchers, at the University and 
beyond. Selected case firms included nine domestic and five multinational firms. Out of five 
multinationals, three were Australian firms with international operations, and two were foreign-
owned firms operating in Australia. Case firms were from the heating ventilation and air 
conditioning, agriculture, livestock, logistics, engineering services, construction, information and 
communication technology, and manufacturing industries. Firm size varied from 5 to over 1,000 
employees per firm with the multinational case firms reporting over 1000 employees. The annual 
turnover of firms varied from AUD 20, 000 to over AUD 1 billion with domestic firms reporting an 
average turnover of AUD 25 million and all multinationals over AUD 1 billion. Data were collected in 
semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with 14 innovation firms that agreed to participate in the 
study, from October 2019 to December 2019. All invited interviewees have strategic management 
positions in their firm. Thus, they had the capacity to provide comprehensive details on the 
innovation strategies, process, and recent innovations in their respective firms. In-depth interviews 
were conducted, with each interview lasting around 90 minutes.  
The interview questionnaire was designed to explore the innovation commercialisation process with 
a special emphasis on user involvement, including the mechanisms firms employ to gather user 
feedback, the benefits of user feedback, and the challenges they have encountered in their attempts 
to gather and integrate user feedback. All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed and checked 
for accuracy. Interview data were coded both manually and by using Nvivo 12 software and then 
analysed using the thematic analysis method. Thematic analysis is a systematic process for 
categorising the content of text as nodes and identifying relationships among the nodes (Berg and 
Lune 2004; Yin 2017); the researchers have previous experience with thematic analysis in firm-level 
studies (Nakandala and Lau 2019; Nakandala and Turpin 2013).  
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The case study method requires strong familiarity with the data. Interview transcripts were 
repeatedly read by the three researchers independently and discussed together on multiple 
occasions to examine the thematic interpretation of the data set. The specific focus of the collective 
discussions was to maintain consistency and high quality in the data analysis, and ensure that the 
researchers’ own bias did not influence the analysis. Themes that are potentially extractable were 
examined together to identify emerging higher level themes.   
4. Findings 
Almost all of the case firms recognised the importance of understanding user requirements and 
matching them to product innovations. Many firms attempt to incorporate an active role for users 
and invest resources to gather information on user requirements to inform product design and 
development phases. However, the emphasis has been on the integration of user need specifications 
in innovation design and development rather than in the commercialisation stage and our analysis 
and findings focus specifically on the innovation commercialisation stage. All case firms identified the 
need for greater recognition of the role of users as important actors in the commercialisation stage; 
however, the current degree of user involvement varied from non-existent to passive and to an 
active role in case firms as the innovation progressed from prototype testing to commercial launch 
and afterwards. 
4.1. Two types of users and different feedback channels 
Product innovations can have two types of end users – corporate users and individual customers – 
depending on where the business is located in the supply chain. The mechanisms applied in the user 
feedback process after commercialisation differs across case firms depending on the type of users.  
4.1.1. Corporate users 
Innovator firms whose customers are corporate users have the opportunity to directly connect with 
their end user when they sell their product. They capitalise on their user base and the relationships 
they have built over time through direct interaction with corporate users. There is a dominant 
preference towards the involvement of large corporate users as early adopters as firms recognise 
that large corporate users are keen to be ahead of the competition and usually respond to new 
innovations. Case firms find that corporate users who are loyal and involved in strategic discussions 
with the firm are better positioned to provide effective feedback on product innovations. In 
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industries with a strong industry hierarchy, case firms tend to strategically involve elite firms as early 
adopters in order to influence the adoption by others in the industry.  
When there are sustained relationships that extend beyond product transactions with corporate 
users, the innovator firm is able to receive insightful feedback as the corporate user understands the 
firm environment and strategies. One case firm identified that a corporate user who is highly 
dependent on the firm for new technologies as a natural early adopter. However, case firms 
recognise that the real end-users of product innovations are often not at the executive level of user 
firms. The end users are more likely to be at the operational level of user firms and they focus on 
getting comprehensive feedback from the real end users. 
4.1.2. Individual customer users 
When the end-users are individual customers in a broad market, and widely distributed in 
geography, there is a significant information distance between end-users and the firm. Further 
supply chain complexities arise when end-users are managed independently by wholesalers or 
retailers in the downstream supply chain. In this scenario, case firms lose the product ownership 
after the products are bought by wholesalers or retailers. As a consequence of such a transfer of 
product ownership, some case firms do not have the opportunity to connect with individual 
customers and utilise end-user information. Some case firms rely on wholesalers and retailers 
disseminating user feedback to them. However, they find the feedback less comprehensive and 
lacking in detail compared to a situation where they had direct access. Other case firms opt to 
leverage their personal connections with specific end-users and invite them to be involved in the 
product innovation process.  One successful case firm has developed strong relationships with their 
dealer network and this allows them to receive comprehensive user feedback from their dealers. 
Another case firm dealing with complex products has developed an exclusive channel to directly 
reach individual customers in order to closely observe and monitor their use of the product.  
In general, firms with individual customer users employ market research companies to conduct 
customer surveys and interviews, or they utilise web-based or mobile-based apps to gather user 
feedback. However, some case firms take a very passive approach and wait until users approach the 
firm to provide their feedback and this generally only happens when users are not satisfied with the 
product. As alternatives, secondary sources such as media reports or product reviews provide 
general user feedback to some case firms and user feedback posted on social media platforms can 
be useful indicators of the performance of new products. 
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4.2. Specific benefits of user feedback for product innovation 
Our case firms reported several immediate benefits from user feedback on product innovations. 
4.2.1. Technical benefits – refining the product 
Incorporating user feedback to improve the technical functionality of the product innovation is the 
primary purpose of collecting user feedback prior to and immediately after commercialisation. 
Feedback sought from users at this stage of the innovation process is mainly for the purpose of 
refining the product for better performance and meeting market requirements in order to increase 
market adoption. All case firms gather product-specific user feedback for product improvements 
which extends user involvement from the testing and validation stage to the early commercialisation 
stage, albeit at a lower level of engagement.  
4.2.2. Optimising marketing plans 
Early adopter feedback is used to assess the appropriateness of marketing plans. One case firm 
decided to reassess the readiness of the product to launch into the broad market when they 
identified signals from early adopters indicating weak market adoption. Consequently, the case firm 
delayed the marketing plans, stopped the marketing campaign and took actions to pivot the product 
innovation project to address user feedback from the early commercialisation stage.  In another 
case, the user feedback did not confirm the user benefits of the product innovation as identified by 
the product design and development team; again the firm changed product advertising messages to 
only include the features that were validated through user feedback. 
4.2.3. Increasing supply chain responsiveness  
Firms assess the responsiveness of the supply chain for their product innovations, especially taking 
into account intermediaries that connect firms with the market. In a long downstream supply chain, 
commercialisation success depends on how responsive these intermediaries are to the product 
innovation. In one instance, a case firm identified that innovation had created very limited initial 
responses from their dealers, and the end-user feedback was mainly negative. In response, the firm 
was able to identify the cause of the problem as a lack of knowledge about the product innovation 
among the dealers and they offered training to the dealers to increase their level of confidence. 
Subsequently, as dealers started to follow the installation methods recommended for the product 
innovation, user feedback became positive. 
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4.2.4. Realising supply chain complexities to embrace radical innovations 
Commercialising radical product innovations is challenging as the existing supply chain and market 
structure is most conducive to incremental innovations. Shifts to the radical innovation will incur 
costs to supply chain partners and sometimes to end-users. Radical innovator firms are usually not 
large firms with large firms changing existing products or technologies instead of developing and 
commercialising breakthrough ideas. Radical innovations tend to be developed by new and emerging 
firms that may not have strong linkages with the market. Early adopter responses enable radical 
innovators to understand what is driving the resistance to the new product innovation and explore 
the changes required at the wholesaler/retailer or user end. This can be in distribution mechanisms, 
and/or user practices and relationships. Such knowledge provides the opportunity for radical 
innovators to be informed about the challenges when and if the innovation destabilises the existing 
hierarchy and social systems in the industry, and to develop appropriate responses to break into the 
mainstream markets.  
4.3. Sustained benefits through organisational learning  
Firms that are efficient learners are capable of sustained benefits by embracing the immediate 
benefits of user feedback at the firm level and integrating the feedback into their innovation process. 
In other words, learning firms have used user feedback to continuously innovate their internal 
innovation process. All firms successfully respond to user feedback to maximise the benefits of 
specific product innovation; however, not all firms are capable of or have mechanisms in place for 
strategically extending immediate benefits to improve the innovation process.  Our research 
identified the mechanisms some firms use to extend innovation specific benefits to changing their 
internal processes and thus create sustained flow-on benefits from user feedback. Examples are 
provided below. 
4.3.1. Assessing market readiness to avoid early adopter disappointment 
Firms are keen to maximise the commercial advantage of being the first to the market. As such, the 
speed of the innovation commercialisation stage is important. However, as one case firm identified, 
if early adopters have a negative experience with an innovation this would discourage their 
responses to subsequent innovations as key users do not have high tolerances for failures. Learning 
from their experience with a failed project, the case firm improved its innovation process by 
including an assessment step. This step tested assumptions about successful commercialisation as an 
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indicator of the market readiness of product innovations prior to releasing product innovations to 
the early adopter market.  
4.3.2. Selecting an appropriate business model for value creation and delivery 
Capturing the value of innovation requires the adoption of an appropriate business model, especially 
an effective value creation and delivery system that includes the activities of selling and delivering 
product innovations to customers. A large case firm with a broad range of diverse products identified 
that using one value creation and delivery system did not work for all product innovations. Some 
product innovations that are complex require the firm to have control over the product lifecycle to 
keep access to end users and closely monitor the use by customers.  Some product innovations 
require users to follow specific procedures, where non-compliance will lead to negative 
consequences affecting the brand reputation. As a consequence, firms should maintain the product 
ownership until the products are sold to end users and then have direct interactions with end users. 
On the other hand, product innovations that are less complex and can be adopted by customers 
without any complexities will not require the firm to keep control of the distribution channels.  
Determining the necessary structural elements of value delivery is based on previous experience 
with product innovations of different levels of complexity with the aim of minimising the negative 
consequences of choosing an ineffective business model. 
4.3.3. Assessing the downstream supply chain readiness  
The readiness of the downstream supply chain that connects innovator firms with end-users is 
important assessing when a product innovation is commercialised. When a new product is 
introduced that is an incremental innovation using the existing supply chain, minimal changes are 
required for assessing supply chain readiness.  However, when the new product requires changes to 
user or installation practices and requires new skills, then adequate changes in the downstream 
supply chain are required prior to commercialisation. A case firm in this study extended immediate 
learning from commercialising a new product to introduce an organisational response through 
process improvement by designing a mechanism to assess the readiness of the downstream supply 
chain when a new product innovation differs significantly from the existing products in the portfolio.  
Successful case firms focus on dynamically increasing the flexibility of the downstream supply chain 
to adapt to the requirements of their new product innovations. 
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4.3.4. Reducing the communication gap between innovation and operations teams 
within the firm 
The temporary nature of innovation projects can result in inefficiencies in communications between 
teams. Product developers and R&D teams move across projects rapidly, and the new product 
innovation transfers from the innovation team to the services team after commercialisation. 
Integrating the user feedback gathered by the services team for improving the product usually takes 
place as a joint effort between innovation and services teams. One of the case firms recognised the 
efficiency issues that arise because of the disconnect between the innovation and services teams. By 
creating a bridge between the teams, they introduced an organisational level response that enabled 
and ensured an efficient information flow between internal teams that benefit all innovation 
projects. 
4.4. Strategies for selecting early adopters 
When the integration of a product innovation into the market is challenging due to a controlled 
market structure or complex supply chain with dominant actors, innovator firms reach out to 
powerful players in the industry because their involvement influences the diffusion of the product 
innovation. It is a common practice to leverage personal connections with powerful actors in the 
market to ensure their involvement as early adopters of new products. 
Many innovator firms have key user networks which they have developed over time through 
multiple transactions and they recognise that these networks are dynamic and the behaviours of key 
users can change. Thus, the early adopters must be strategically identified every time a product 
innovation is launched, rather than inviting all in the database. As such, the possession of intimate 
knowledge of key users and critical continuing relationships become instrumental in the strategic 
selection of early adopters. 
While any users (big or small) share similar experiences with product innovations, innovator firms 
with corporate users select such users as early adopters.  Because of the high business intelligence 
and wider industry exposure, large corporate users have the ability to provide more insightful and 
more nuanced feedback than small users. Large corporate users with a broad geographical presence 
across regions and countries are better equipped to provide business insights to innovator firms. 
At the product innovation testing and validation stage, firms tend to involve loyal customers in the 
collaborative development of product improvement. At the commercialisation stage, the selection of 
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early adopters needs to be approached more cautiously because early adopters who pay for the 
product innovation will expect a positive experience based on their prior positive experience with 
the firm. In one instance, however, a case firm found that the reason for a slow response to one 
product innovation by their key users was a negative experience with a previous product innovation. 
This caused users to wait and watch to know if the product was stable and free of technical issues.  
As early adopters of innovation are usually technology savvy and up to date with the advancement in 
relevant technologies in the market, they are naturally inclined to purchase innovative products. 
However, many firms recognise the importance of feedback they receive from early adopters and 
product innovations can be provided free of charge in return for detailed feedback on their 
experience. These revenue or other benefits deriving from early adopters is counterbalanced by the 
cost of finding and convincing prospective early adopters to engage with innovative products. As 
such, the congruence of the new product to the business model or the normal operation of the 
innovator firm must be assessed. This approach is especially important in complex technological 
innovations that disrupt the current market and requires customisation to meet the requirement of 
a few dominant users. 
When no key user base exists, innovator firms tend to reach out to the key players in the industry 
and invite them to experiment with a new product innovation. Even cold calling key users is not 
uncommon in innovative firms that are establishing themselves in the market. However, when there 
is limited congruence between the product innovation and the firm’s core products, the use of a 
proxy firm seems to be the preferred approach for engaging early adopters when entering a new 
market. 
Not all firms have direct access to the end users of their product innovations whether those end 
users are individual consumers in the mass market, or professional users with hierarchical power in 
organisations. In some cases, the supply chain architecture has multiple intermediaries between the 
innovator and the end users which might be part of an innovating firm’s business model or a 
function of historical circumstances such as a dominant retailer or distributor. When there is nil or 
very limited access to end users, supply chain intermediaries can act as surrogates for end users and 
provide their feedback to the innovator. Such practices are common when professional 
intermediaries are involved in product installations or consulting for end users. For example, medical 
practitioners and technicians act as surrogates for end users of medical innovations and they have 
domain expertise and substantial experience in dealing with end users. As such, the use of 
surrogates is especially important when new technology is complex as the surrogate will have a good 
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understanding of the requirements and the environment of end users. However, the use of 
surrogates requires a strong degree of trust and should be acknowledged in the innovation process 
for long term benefits.  
4.5. The importance of trust for quality user feedback 
Firms often send marketers to gather user feedback when a new product is introduced to the 
market. Interestingly, several case firms found that end user feedback received through marketers 
differed from feedback received when product engineers or innovators engage with end users. The 
product engineers and innovators stimulated more detailed and insightful feedback on the required 
improvements of the innovation. In general, marketers are better equipped than product developers 
or innovators in understanding the real requirements of users and their environments.  However, 
end users can be more open to share their real experience in using innovations when they trust the 
firm’s representatives. Consumer trust is an important area in relationship marketing. However, after 
the sale is complete, the product shifts to the maintenance mode and the point of contact for the 
user changes from marketers to service technicians. As such, some case firms found that users are 
more willing to involve and provide in-depth feedback when technical experts are involved. The issue 
of trust arises especially when product developers share their substantial knowledge of the product 
and expertise with end users. In one case firm, product engineers go into the field at the early stage 
of commercialisation and solve user specific issues on the spot and integrate those solutions as the 
product changes in later releases. No intermediaries are used to collect user feedback in this 
situation and trust is created.   
Of course, feedback from the marketing team is highly valued with market research in the form of 
surveys common. Qualitative interviews with end users and observations in field visits are valued for 
the rich data they produce and help the firm to understand user concerns and improve their 
innovations. Resource constraints in firms means that a careful allocation of expensive technical 
skills are deployed to collect user feedback.  As such, a hybrid approach with both marketing and 
product development feedback enables the optimum use of limited internal technological skills and 
resources. Some firms send both R&D and marketing teams into the field, while others opt to use 
regular events that allow product developers to meet with end users to engage in direct 
conversations about their problems. In such cases, the insights from the events complement the 
information gathered by marketing teams. 
Some firms have developed an intimate relationship with users through sustained investment. While 
it is known that start-ups and small firms are skilled at creating close relationships with their 
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consumers, there are instances where even large firms continue to invest in sustained user 
relationships. When the end users or surrogates feel that they are part of the firm in an intimate 
way, their feedback for improvements becomes deeper and more insightful. Overall user 
involvement in the firm’s innovation process becomes business as usual instead of project-based 
transactions.  
5. Recommendations 
1) Two types of users exist and corporate end-user feedback is easier to attain. When the end 
users are individuals, the supply chain distance between the end-user and innovator is large 
but there are options for innovator firms: 
a) Use wholesalers, retailers and distributors feedback on product innovations 
b) Use personal connections with individual users established from field days and trade 
shows 
c) Draw on the dealer network for feedback 
d) Take an active approach and use media reports, product reviews, and social media 
platforms 
2) To derive the specific benefits of user feedback for product innovation: 
a) Use feedback prior to and immediately after commercialisation with the latter shown 
to be weaker in our case firms 
a) Optimise marketing plans using feedback from early adopters 
b) Where necessary, pivot the product innovation and associated marketing plan 
b) Use feedback to identify problems with product knowledge amongst dealers and 
other intermediaries 
c) Use early adopters of radical innovations to identify the drivers of resistance and the 
way in which such resistance can be overcome 
3) To achieve the sustained benefits of organisational learning from end user feedback: 
a) Recognise that reputation is critical and devise processes to assess the readiness of 
product innovations using early adopter feedback, particularly when the innovation 
is radical 
b) Business models often need to change for successful commercialisation; as such, 
business models must be flexible; for example, maintaining control over the product 




c) Reduce the communication gap between the product development and R&D teams 
and the marketers or external distributors with regard to user feedback 
4) To select the right early adopters:    
a) Use powerful players in the industry and leverage personal connections with large 
corporate users who provide more refined feedback  
b) Draw on key user networks developed through previous transactions 
c) Use loyal customers cautiously and provide the innovation for a free trial period to 
protect reputation and further developing trust 
d) When no key user groups exist, cold calling and free invitations to use innovations 
can be helpful.  
e) In markets with long supply chains, use surrogates such as installers, consultants and 
dealers to provide feedback on the end-user experience during the 
commercialisation process 
5) To get the best user feedback, establish trust by: 
a) Using both product developers and marketers to capture user feedback with the 
former often being trusted more than the latter; as such, product developers receive 
different and useful information 
b) Draw on existing intimate relationships with customers 
6. The broader innovation system and policy context 
The case firms in our study are representations of the Australian innovation system. The troubles 
they face and the actions they take are a function of our national innovation system (NIS). The NIS 
refers to the system of policies and historical and cultural norms that drive new knowledge, and it 
has been recognised for some time that conventional analysis of innovation inputs, such as R&D 
spending, and outputs, such as patents, do not measure the innovativeness of a country. Instead, the 
NIS is the web of interactions and linkages or the “system constituted by elements and relationships 
which interact in the production, diffusion, and use of new and economically useful knowledge” 
(Lundvall 1992: 2). 
There is no secret to the fact that Australia ranks poorly in terms of conventional innovation inputs 
and outputs. For example, Australia’s R&D spending as a percent of GDP (1.8% in 2017) is below the 
OECD average (and in decline since 2008) and our patent performance is amongst the lowest in the 
OECD (ATN n.d.). Yet these outputs and inputs reflect the lack of relationships and interactions 
between innovation elements such as firms, the public sector and research institutions. For example, 
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Australia has the lowest collaboration between firms and researchers amongst the OECD countries 
(ATN n.d.).   
As evident in our case firms, there is a tendency to view innovation in a teleological way, with a focus 
on the purpose or ends they serve rather than the ongoing process of interaction that drives ongoing 
innovation. An exploration is needed for the way in which firms strategically embed end user 
feedback into the commercialisation process and subsequently into the innovation process more 
generally.  For example, the open innovation funnel recognises the role of user feedback in early 
stages of the innovation process. However, the funnel involves a definite end in sight and limited 
interaction and feedback into the innovation process during the commercialisation phase 
(Vanhaverbeke and Cloodt 2014), or from the commercialisation (development) end of the funnel 
back to the research end (see Chesbrough, 2003). With such a linear view of innovation focused on a 
specific innovation projects and challenges caused by disengagement with end users, some of our 
case firms are not optimising the adaptation potential of their innovation processes. As a complex, 
adaptive and evolutionary process, innovation never stops. Using the analogy of species within 
ecosystems, species constantly receive feedback from their environment in the adaptive-
evolutionary process with many incremental and sometimes radical adaptations through time.  
There was, of course, evidence or some organisational change and learning in our case firms in 
response to the commercialisation phase of their innovation process as mentioned above. For 
example, one case firm was experiencing communication breakdowns between their technology 
development team and commercialisation team and created a bridge product team between the 
two to facilitate information exchange. Another created internal workshops with all teams 
interacting to discuss barriers and opportunities for innovation commercialisation success. However, 
the deeper national innovation system within Australia, with all its embedded policies, historical and 
cultural norms does not lend itself to this kind of behaviour.  
In Australia and elsewhere, the policies that partly construct the NIS have been criticised as being 
derived from orthodox or neoclassical economics (Dodgsen et al. 2011). Such theory explains that 
innovation is suboptimal because information is only partly excludable, cumulative and reproducible 
at negligible cost. In other words, and especially under conditions of perfect competition, the full 
benefit of innovation is not reflected in private returns. As such, innovation is suboptimal. Policies 
are then designed around R&D subsidies, patent laws, and public expenditure on basic research to 
correct the market failure (Dasgupta and David 1994). Capital markets also need to be subsidised 
due to the inherent uncertainty associated with the outcomes of innovation processes (Dodgsen et 
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al. 2011). The assumption is that firms can then make rational decisions that internalise the benefits 
of innovation. However, as Nobel Prize winning economist Kenneth Arrow points out (cited in 
Lundvall 2007), since the outcome of innovation cannot be known, there is no way to analyse 
innovation decisions on the basis of neoclassical assumptions. Firms cannot rationally weigh up the 
benefits and costs of innovation activities because the benefits cannot be known until they arise.  
Dodgsen et al. (2011) explain that at least rhetorically, national policy in Australia has moved closer 
to the ideas inherent in the NIS concept and its focus on complex-evolutionary processes. However, 
they also suggest that actual policy has lagged behind and still focusses on the orthodox economics 
framework by addressing the inefficiencies within the innovation system. Of course, R&D subsidies, 
patent protections and public expenditure on basic research are important. However, they do not 
address the deep-seated cultural and historical norms that undervalue interactions amongst actors. 
For example, they do not address the lack of firm-to-firm, firm-to-researcher or firm-to-user 
interactions. In addition, while Australia has attempted to redress the lack of interactions between 
firms and universities following the open innovation model, the commercialisation of innovations 
does not feature in policy frameworks. A recent update on innovation policy describes the majority 
of policies being directed at the technological development side of innovation rather than the 
organisational change and learning needed to create more intense interactions amongst actors. In 
other words, the “orgware” and “socware” (Lundvall 2007; Dodgsen et al. 2011) are not being 
addressed. 
Fundamentally, innovation is an interactive process and is about organisational change and learning 
(Lundvall 2007). As such, policy needs to be focussed on the capabilities of firms and this includes the 
development of user-feedback models at the commercialisation stage of innovation. Such user-
feedback models take into account both the ongoing development and co-evolution of innovations 
and their ‘attributes’, or the genetic structure of innovations, and the capabilities of firms to engage 
in the innovation system, the phenotypic realisation of the firm’s attributes. Thus, user feedback 
involves the immediate benefits of changes to the innovations themselves and the long term 
benefits of changes to the innovation processes within firms.   
Therefore, as a further recommendation of our research, we encourage the Australian and 
associated State governments to incentivise user feedback in the commercialisation stage and 
subsequent organisational changes that are revealed as needed for successful innovation 
commercialisation. For example, early adopter networks could be established and innovators could 
get tax breaks on providing innovations to early adopters for free. Early adopters provide substantial 
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public goods which, following the logic of research on innovation within orthodox economics, 
suggests that the benefits they provide to society should be incentivised. Otherwise, substantial 
market failures exist and the benefits early adopters provide will not be realised. Research on end 
users by product development teams and marketers could also be a standard, tax deductable item 
along with product development and R&D. Finally, studies in organisational change arising from user 
feedback is needed to ensure the long run benefits occur with regard to changes in innovation 
processes.         
7. Conclusion 
The study investigated user interactions in the product innovation commercialisation process of a 
diverse set of innovative firms operating in Australia. The involvement of users in the innovation 
process is evident in all case firms; however, the extent of user involvement is considerably low in 
product commercialisation compared to product development and testing. Hence, the current focus 
on user involvement in R&D and product testing and validation should be extended to the innovation 
commercialisation process allowing the active participation of early adopters. Producers of radical, 
disruptive and complex product innovations identify the highest need for user involvement in 
innovation commercialisation. The selection of users is strategically managed by considering the 
users’ ability to provide insightful feedback and influence the target market. Firms’ access to end-
users depends on the type of users (corporate or individual), downstream supply chain structure that 
affects changes in product ownership, congruence between the innovation and the core business 
products, and built relationships with user networks.  
Our analysis identifies that some case firms take a project perspective and keep the focus entirely on 
specific product innovations. In contrast, other more successful case firms do not end the innovation 
process when innovation projects reach product innovation commercialisation. Instead, these 
successful case firms institutionalise external knowledge from users to adapt and improve the 
internal innovation process for ongoing innovation. Such learning-efficient firms are capable of 
creating sustained benefits from user interactions through internal process improvements in various 
ways. In addition, a national innovation system that promotes learning relationships among 
innovator firms and users, and knowledge transfer among actors through policy mechanisms is 
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